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An Empire of Water and Stone:  
The Acuecuexco Aqueduct Relief 
Katherine Ann McCarthy, M.A. 
The University of Texas at Austin, 2019 
Co-Supervisor: Julie E. Guernsey 
 Co-Supervisor: David S. Stuart  
In 1499, the eighth Aztec ruler, Ahuitzotl, completed one of his last great contributions to 
his empire’s capital: a new aqueduct. Although initially met with jubilation across 
Tenochtitlan, the aqueduct soon faltered, flooding the city and causing damage that 
would eventually take the leader’s life. While this event marked a tragic end to 
Ahuitzotl’s reign, the monument carved as part of the initial celebration stands today as a 
reminder of the attempts and accomplishments of Aztec city planning. This monument, 
named the Acuecuexco Aqueduct Relief after its corresponding waterway, depicts the 
ruler in a scene of bloodletting, facing the date of the aqueduct’s inauguration and 
surrounded by feathered serpents. Ahuitzotl was famed for his many conquests that 
brought significant expansion to the empire, but he did not forsake the capital city, as his 
self-sacrificial act would suggest. Placing his image in stone at the southernmost 
boundary, Ahuitzotl could both take credit for the aqueduct and mark the edges of the 
capital. Using his own image alongside the god Quetzalcoatl, the ruler was able to declare 
vi
the aqueduct as both a physical and supernatural causeway, guiding the natural and 
supernatural into the city. By studying the iconography of this Aqueduct Relief Carving, 
this paper attempts to explore the interrelationships between identity and territory within 
the Aztec realm, with a specific focus on water management systems. Approaching this 
work through the lens of art history as well as geography, this project seeks to analyze 
how ancient people mapped their empires and how these ideas have carried through the 
colonial period into present-day Mexico City. 
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Chapter I:  Introduction 
 
 The identity of modern Mexico is rooted most firmly in the Pre-Columbian 
empire of the Aztec. Not only is the modern capital physically built on the remains of the 
Aztec capital of Tenochtitlan, but post-colonial movements such as indigenismo have 
made the ancient past, no matter how fabricated, a part of the modern narrative of what it 
means to be Mexican.1 While modern Mexican identity is a palimpsest of European 
influence and indigenous realities, art historical research, utilizing methods drawn from 
anthropology and geography, has led me to consider how we can contend with ancient 
markers of identity and territory within the Aztec empire. One monument in particular, 
the Acuecuexco Aqueduct Relief (c.1499), I believe, serves as a tangible and unique 
marker of ancient Aztec identity while also informing our understanding of space and 
territory in the Aztec Empire, which flourished throughout the 14th and 15th centuries 
(fig.1).  
 The Acuecuexco Aqueduct Relief, also referred to as the Ahuitzotl Aqueduct 
Relief, was likely created around 1499 in honor of the opening of the Aztec emperor 
Ahuitzotl’s new aqueduct. The monument is a carved rectangular stone, with a width of 
78.5 centimeters, a length of 171 centimeters, and a depth of 38 centimeters, with about a 
                                                
1 See Stacie G. Widdifield, "Dispossession, Assimilation, and the Image of the Indian in Late-Nineteenth-
Century Mexican Painting." Art Journal 49, no. 2 (1990). 
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third of the original stone being lost (fig. 2). 2  The monument’s imagery tells the legacy 
of Ahuitzotl’s reign, and his attempt to master the lake upon which the Aztec capital city 
was located, towards the southern end of Lake Texcoco and at the heart of Ahuitzotl’s 
empire. The stone itself features Ahuitzotl as a seated figure on the two broadest sides, 
engaging in blood-letting ritual paired with a large, feathered serpent – the god 
Quetzalcoatl – while facing the 7 Reed date glyph (fig. 3 and 4). The top and remaining 
narrow side both feature additional feathered serpents, with the addition of  a partial 
water glyph recorded in the Nahuatl script along the top (fig, 5 and 6).3 This imagery of 
self-sacrifice and pairing of god and ruler, which I will unpack later on in this study, hint 
at Aztec ideas of the role of rulership and boundaries in defining their empire.  
This project aims to be unique in nature, as no extensive study has been 
completed regarding this monumental sculpture to date. The longest entry existing in a 
publication is contained within a few pages, still leaving many critical questions about the 
significance of the monument and the details of its iconography unanswered. There has 
yet to surface any record that contains information from any original archeological 
reports or a complete provenance, and it may well be that this information is lost. The 
work completed thus far on the relief is linked purely to its iconography but much 
remains to be done in situating this iconography within discussions of water management 
and the relationship between such projects and the politics of the Aztec empire. I will also 
                                                
2 These measurements were obtained from curatorial documentation at the Museo Nacional de 
Antropología, curtesy of Bertina Olmedo.  
3 Nahuatl is the language used in the Aztec empire and takes the verbal and hieroglyphic form in ancient 
times.  
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contextualize the monument as part of more ancient Mesoamerican traditions of linking 
water management to rulership, as well as explore its pertinence for modern Mexico City 
today. 
 The most comprehensive study of this monument to date lies in Barbara Mundy’s 
recent publication, The Death of Aztec Tenochtitlan, the Life of Mexico City (2017). 
Mundy’s considerations of both this work and her focus on the role of water in 
Tenochtitlan have been essential to my own research. Mundy suggests that the stone was 
associated with the aqueduct’s construction and notes where it was discovered, as part of 
a modern slaughterhouse, in 1924. One of the central foci of her book are water systems 
in past and present Mexico City, in which this monument takes part, and I plan to build 
off of her Tenochtitlan-centered study to bring the work into conversation with the larger 
Mesoamerican tradition of political propaganda and water management systems. 
Mundy’s writing is informed, as is mine, by some of the original iconographic analysis of 
the monument completed by Emily Umberger for her 1981 dissertation. Umberger has 
done some of the most thorough recent research on Aztec iconography, and her drawings 
and analyses have supported much of the Aztec scholarship being completed today. Her 
drawings of this monument in particular were essential to my study of this monument and 
its complex iconography, and I am grateful to her for her generosity in aiding this 
research project (fig. 7). 
 With this study, I will utilize the art historical work completed by Aztec 
specialists such as Emily Umberger and Esther Pasztory, but expand the existing 
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conversation to include methodologies drawn from the domain of geography in order to 
consider iconography, monumentality, and landscape in tandem. By incorporating some 
of the theoretical approaches championed by geographers Bjørn Sletto and Gregory 
Knapp, I plan to employ an interdisciplinary approach to considerations of boundaries, 
identity, and empire. Additionally, I will aim to not limit this project to the ancient world, 
but also consider how these Pre-Columbian concepts have translated into landscapes of 
colonial and modern Mexico. Although the scope of this project will not allow for in-
depth studies in the modern and colonial periods, I hope to acknowledge the cross-
temporal occurrences of monumental boundary markings in aquatic intersections. 
 While building off the previously mentioned scholars, this project will include an 
iconographic analysis and contextualization of this monument as a public works project 
completed by an Aztec emperor. Grounding this work in the history of the Aztec and 
their rich relationship with water, I hope to provide clarity for the significance of the 
artwork and the project from which it results. By approaching this endeavor through the 
lenses of both art history and geography, I hope to bring light to a Mesoamerican 
tradition of monuments that signal empire and identity, especially in conjunction with 
water management systems. A potential issue with this project that continues to arise is 
the lack of concrete provenance or provenience for the monument itself, but through 
contextualizing research and iconographic signaling I hope to suggest a more 
comprehensive history for the work and its role in Aztec imperial strategies. Although the 
monument’s form is unique, its iconography is emblematic of the rich tradition of 
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sculptural design in Central Mexico and I believe its function places the relief within a 
broader Mesoamerican tradition of marking imperial territory.  
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Chapter 2:  A Watery Beginning 
 
 
 
Mexico City as it stands, or rather, sinks, continues to struggle with providing 
water to its people, and maintaining the physical infrastructure of the city.4 Built on the 
remains of Aztec architecture and the lakebed which, when full, served all aspects of life 
for the capital’s population, the former lake now functions as an unstable foundation for 
the metropolitan capital (fig. 8). That is not to say that life on Lake Texcoco was perfect 
in the past; controlling the waters that surrounded them was a constant concern and 
challenge for the Aztec. The regularity of these challenges necessitated engineering feats 
as well as ceremony to try to maintain balance on the lake, testing their leadership as 
much as their mathematics. 5  It was from these actions that the rulers of Tenochtitlan 
could make their mark on the center of their empire, improving or derailing life in the 
Aztec capital.  
 The settlement of the island location of Tenochtitlan was not a choice made 
lightly, but one ingrained in the creation mythology of the Aztec. The Tira de la 
Peregrinación depicts the scene known as “the departure from Aztlán,” in which the 
Mexica depart from their mythic origins in Aztlán to begin the journey which ultimately 
                                                
4 Michael Kimmelman, “Mexico City, Parched and Sinking, Faces a Water Crisis,” The New York Times. 
February 17, 2017. Accessed September 19, 2017.  
5 John Pohl, The Aztec Pantheon and the Art of Empire (Los Angeles: J. Paul Getty Museum, 2010), 4. A 
glimpse into the elaborate ceremony involved in this project will be included later on in this study.  
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leads to the founding of Tenochtitlan (fig. 9).6 Much like their new capital, Aztlán was 
also a city placed upon a lake. It is said that their journey would be complete when the 
Mexica came to find an eagle, perched upon a nopal cactus which grew out of a rock.7 
The eagle would hold a snake in its mouth, signaling the location in which they were to 
found the new capital. This symbol, embraced by modern Mexico through the 
immortalization of that moment on their national flag, provides a continued reminder of 
the legendary origins of the city and the historic importance of their physical 
surroundings.  
Despite the fact that living on a lake was not new to the Aztec according to the 
Aztlán origin mythology, residing in such temperamental surroundings did present 
continuous challenges. Although it provided avenues for transportation and the 
opportunity for an agricultural system centered around chinampas, flooding and a 
growing populous strained the city’s water supplies (fig. 10). As author Vera S. Candiani 
describes, 
The basin’s Indians, however did not live in harmony with a benevolent 
environment. The basin’s lack of an egress created the potential for buildup of 
salts in the soil and water and set the stage for regular seasonal flooding and 
occasional catastrophic floods during years with unusually high rainfall. The high 
water table, combined with the impermeability of the clay layers on the flat valley 
floor and other physical factors, meant that rainfall did not filter easily into the 
ground but instead pooled and spread. At the same time, the poor quality of the 
groundwater precluded the extensive use of wells to supply potable water. 
                                                
6 Barbara E. Mundy, The Death of Aztec Tenochtitlan, the Life of Mexico City (Austin: University of Texas 
Press, 2015), 26–27. For this project, I will use the term “Aztec” in cases which regard the population of 
Tenochtitlan and their surrounding empire, and “Mexica” when referring to the larger cultural group from 
which the Aztec emerged.  
7 Diego Durán, The History of the Indies of New Spain (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2010): 41. 
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Indigenous cultures dealt with these threats and opportunities through hydraulic 
engineering. People savvy about the hydrological regime, from commoners in 
small hamlets to state technicians in the powerful city-states along the shores 
designed water management systems at every scale to achieve a combination of 
goals; maximize food production, prevent floods in urban centers, segregate 
brackish waters from fresh ones, import fresh water, and ensure canoe 
navigability. It is crucial to note that all these works were multifunctional and 
built with the understanding that water and land were in constant flux, not just in 
terms of location but also in terms of qualities.8 
 
 When the Spanish arrived, their solution to this problem was to steadily drain the 
lakebed eventually shrinking the lake to what little water remains to this day.9 The 
repercussions of this decision are still felt today, as the central plaza and many of the 
surrounding structures sink and settle upon an uneven and unsteady foundation.10  
In their time, each Aztec tlatoani handled this struggle for balance differently.11 
With a capital located in the highlands of Central Mexico, the acquisition and 
management of water was a constant focus. Ahuitzotl (1486–1502), the eighth ruler, 
arguably addressed these issues most publicly and permanently through both the creation 
of the aqueduct and its celebratory monument (fig. 11). In conversation with Bertina 
Olmedo, the curator of the Mexica galleries at the Museo Nacional de Antropologia in 
Mexico City, it became clear to me that the monument both stands out in Ahuitzotl’s time 
                                                
8 Vera S. Candiani, Dreaming of Dry Land: Environmental Transformation in Colonial Mexico City 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2014), 15–16. 
9 Although this systematic drainage was begun by the Spanish, over time different regimes in Mexico have 
continued the effort, and it continues today through the Drenaje Profundo. 
10 This exploration of the colonial and modern repercussions project provides a fascinating point of 
research, but falls outside the scope of this project. See Kimmelman and Sosa-Rodriguez, as well as Herzog 
for further reading.  
11 Tlatoani translates to “the one who speaks” and is the Nahuatl term for a ruler.   
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period and differs in form and function from many of its Aztec counterparts.12 It stands as 
a monument to his public service, as a benefactor to the city rather than a glorification of 
battle as seen on the Stone of Tizoc, which takes center stage in that section of the gallery 
(fig. 12).  
Ahuitzotl is known as the “Alexander the Great” of the Aztec empire, expanding 
its boundaries to command the greatest area in the empire’s history (fig. 13).13 Following 
his brother Tizoc, he took his kingship in another direction. Conquest was a central goal 
and marker of his reign, and although he took a great interest in increasing the geography 
under his control, he did not neglect the central landscape of the empire—Tenochtitlan. 
As acknowledged on the Dedication Stone, he completed the renovations of the Templo 
Mayor, and sought to beautify the city through the addition of lavish gardens (fig. 14).14 
It is no surprise that he turned to water management as a method of control within the 
boundaries of Tenochtitlan, recognizing the power that was held in the management of 
access to and direction of water in terms of the physical and spiritual wellbeing of the 
city. Barbara Fash notes this as larger Mesoamerican concern, when she states, 
… it was also necessary and important to manage rainwater from the moment it 
fell to the earth. This sense of responsibility led the sovereign Mexica Ahuitzotl to 
dedicate a new water channel for the great capital of Tenochtitlan…this history of 
Ahuitzotl is a reminder that the success of all the great urban centers of the 
                                                
12	This conversation took place on January 31st, 2019, in the curatorial offices at the Museo. Generous 
funding for this trip was provided by the Department of Art History at the University of Texas at Austin. 
13 Frances F. Berdan, Aztec Archaeology and Ethnohistory (New York: University of Cambridge Press, 
2014), 142. 
14 Mundy, 64.  
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Americas depended strongly on reliable water sources, food sources, and waste 
systems.15 
 
These systems were incredibly well engineered, and made Tenochtitlan “cleaner 
and safer” than its counterparts in the West.16 Even though war and conquest are some of 
the most renowned elements of Ahuitzotl’s legacy, his contributions to the aqueduct 
system may be their rival. As Miguel León Portilla recounts,  
…but if Tizoc’s hunger for war was meager, that of his younger brother 
Ahuitzotl, who was elected king in the year of Tizoc’s death, more than made up 
for it…Ahuitzotl concluded the largest reconstruction of the sumptuous temple in 
honor of Huitzilopochtli and Tlaloc and carried out its lavish dedication. 
sacrificing numerous victims in honor of their supreme deity…King Ahuitzotl 
also devoted much of his attention to embellishing his city further, building new 
temples and palaces and undertaking to bring water from Coyoacan, both for use 
by the city and in order to make possible a uniform level for the complex lake 
system.17 
 
This project to bring in water from Coyoacan became both a problem and solution that 
shaped his legacy.  
 As a solution to this growing need for fresh water, Ahuitzotl took inspiration from 
the control of the spring at Chapultepec, and decided to create a new aqueduct himself. 
This was no easy task, and as W.J.T. Mitchell points out, “landscape is a medium of 
                                                
15 Barbara W. Fash, “Watery Places and Urban Foundations Depicted in Maya Art and Architecture” in 
The Art of Urbanism: How Mesoamerican Kingdoms Represented Themselves in Architecture and Imagery, 
edited by William L. Fash and Leonardo López Luján (Washington D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks Research 
Library, 2009), 230–231.  
16 Logan Wagner, Hal Box, and Susan Kline Morehead, Ancient Origins of the Mexican Plaza: From 
Primordial Sea to Public Space (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2013), 42. Also see further descriptions 
of Tenochtitlan’s environmental sustainability and health in Keith Pezzoli’s Human Settlements and 
Planning for Ecological Sustainability, pages 112–113.  
17 Miguel León Portilla, The Aztec Image of Self and Society: An Introduction to Nahua Culture   
 (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 1992), 111.  
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exchange between the human and the natural, the self and the other.”18 There was an 
exchange of sorts that brought about the creation of the new aqueduct, with lives taken 
both in and outside sacrificial situations for its creation, and a reckoning that swept over 
the city in response to the attempt to manipulate natural resources.19 
Turning to Coyoacan and its many springs, Ahuitzotl chose to utilize the 
Acuecuexco spring from which the aqueduct and resulting carving gain their names (fig. 
15). The locals in Coyoacan warned him against the endeavor, but instead of heeding 
their comments he had their leader killed and continued with his project.20 Initially, the 
project was met with joy and elaborate festivities from the citizens of Tenochtitlan; 
people filled the streets to celebrate and get a taste of the new and desperately needed 
water flowing into the city (fig. 16).21  As Durán’s account illustrates,  
Having cast the flour upon the surface, he [the deity impersonator] took his rattles 
and, as he sounded them, he went into the canal, where he leapt about and danced 
in the water. After he had done this, he followed the flow of the water to the pools 
it formed at different places. All along the way were the singers of Tlaloc, god of 
Rain and Thunderbolts, and those of the goddess [Chalchiuhtlicue], everyone 
playing musical instruments, dancing, and singing songs in honor of the 
water…The water continued to flow on with the same ceremonies being 
performed but with many more people because the entire city had turned out, 
dancing and singing, and there were many personages in different kinds of 
attire…the water continued to flow on…and from here the water [from 
                                                
18 W.J.T. Mitchell, editor, Landscape and Power (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994), 5. 
19 Diego Duran accounts for this in his chapter on the opening of the aqueduct, in which he tells of child 
sacrifices being performed as well as songs and deity impersonations. 367–373. For the purposes of this 
study, I will be taking the accounts of Diego Duran as loosely based on the truth, if not enriched and 
heighted for dramatic effect. As his publication includes such vivid accounts, I believe it at least holds true 
to the cultural memory of the events in question.  
20 José Luis de Rojas, Tenochtitlan: Capital of the Aztec Empire (Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 
2012), 35. 
21 Mundy, 64. See also the previously mentioned Duran chapter which recounts the celebrations of the 
opening of the aqueduct.  
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Acuecuexco, which had run from Coyoacan to Tenochtitlan along that manmade 
canal] then emptied into the lake. When this took place, Ahuitzotl, accompanied 
by all the noblemen and dignitaries, both from the city and from other regions, 
spoke to them with these words: ‘O lords, the water has reached its places of 
distribution to the city. Let us welcome it, let us greet it.’ And then he went out of 
the palace, wearing royal garments, insignia, and a diadem on his head, in the 
manner he was accustomed to be dressed on important occasions. All the 
noblemen also wore their festive attire, everyone was handsomely adorned, with 
splendid jewels at the neck. The king went to the place where the water fell into 
the lake with a great noise and he and his companions humiliated themselves 
before it by performing the ceremony of eating earth…which was a rite performed 
before all the gods on coming into their presence. Ahuitzotl offered many flowers 
to the water, placing them around the canal on the ground. He then offered tubes 
of tobacco, of the kind these men smoked at banquets and other festivities. Next 
he decapitated many quail with his own hands and offered these to the water. And 
taking an incense burner he filled it with copal resin and, when it was burning, he 
incensed the water at the mouth of the canal.22 
 
 The Acuecuexco aqueduct was so celebrated that it received a monumental 
commission in its honor.23 The original placement of this monument has been lost to 
history, with Emily Umberger reporting that it was found near the southern causeway and 
Barbara Mundy tracing its earliest identification as an Aztec artwork to 1924, found near 
the location of the aqueduct, and “being used as a lintel of the city’s slaughterhouse, 
which sat on the Plaza San Lucas, a site adjacent to the ancient aqueduct.” 24 From this 
usage, Mundy has proposed that it had been cut from or taken out of its original context 
                                                
22 Durán, 369–370. This is but a short selection of a much larger passage, included to demonstrate the 
celebrations and elaborate rituals involved in the opening of the aqueduct and the entering of the water into 
the city. Not included in this quotation but of note was the bringing of sea creatures into the canal, meant to 
encourage their multiplication and abundance, and the sacrifice of four children, each dressed in regalia 
similar to that of the priests. Each child was sacrificed one at a time as the water entered the city, each at a 
significant point on the route the water took from Acuecuexco to the reservoirs in Tenochtitlan.  
23 Mundy, 67. Emily Umberger, “Aztec Sculptures, Hieroglyphs and History” PhD dissertations, Columbia 
University, 1981. 
24 Mundy, 69. Although I have been attempting to trace the location of the ancient aqueduct in the 
landscape of modern-day Mexico City, I have not been able to locate the site. Emily Umberger also made 
an attempt to no avail. 
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and repurposed in colonial architecture, which is the most likely theory due to the 
common occurrences of this practice.25 Mundy questions if “this work could have been 
set as a ceremonial lintel or at the frieze level or perhaps served as a cornice of a structure 
built to contain the water coming off the aqueduct.” 26  With such a late find date, much 
of the early history of the monument may be lost. Although considering the monument as 
part of the aqueduct would provide for fascinating study with consideration of its 
iconography, the lack of wear on the relief carving leads me to believe that it was placed 
at or near the aqueduct, but not as part of the physical structure itself. It should also be 
considered, that with what we have remaining of the stone, its carving on four sides 
would not have made sense had it been incorporated into the structure of the aqueduct, 
therefore obscuring critical parts of the iconography (fig. 17).27 I would venture to say 
that the Acuecuexco Relief was placed near the aqueduct, or next to an associated 
structure, but not embedded within a larger building. 
                                                
25	Another contrasting opinion, discussed later in this study, attributes this monument to a completely 
different moment and therefore relates a much different theory on its journey to discovery. 
26 Ibid. In her endnotes, Mundy discusses further the debates that occur within the scholarship on this 
monument.  
27	Upon a recent trip to Mexico City to view the monument, I also discovered that a section of the base of 
the stone is missing. The cut to the base of the stone is notably cleaner than the end, which appears to have 
crumbled whereas the base appears to have been intentionally removed. It is impossible to tell if this 
destruction happened to aid in its rehabilitation into the slaughterhouse, or as an intentional removal of the 
specific iconography. In addition, in conversation with Bertina Olmedo, she confirmed that she inspected 
the base of the stone and discovered no additional carvings. It should also be noted that many Aztec 
sculptures do have purposefully obscured iconography, traditionally on the base or bottom of the works, but 
those instances serve iconographic purpose.  
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 With water that flowed like the lifeblood of the city, circulating throughout the 
island, the aqueduct—while functioning—provided life to the city (fig 8).28 As the huey 
tlatoani, Ahuitzotl was responsible for keeping this “blood” pumping throughout the 
city.29 Claiming this elevated title, Ahuitzotl placed himself farther away from the 
common person and closer to the gods, verbally conflating his identity as both human and 
sacred. With aqueduct structures functioning as “essential structures of the cosmos,” this 
axial creation plays upon the pre-existing alignments of the city.30 By wearing the ritual 
regalia of Chalchiuhtlicue, the carved manifestations of Ahuitzotl take on the duty of 
water management in perpetuity (fig. 18).31 The relief forms a monumental declaration 
and celebration of Ahuitzotl’s role in the taming and providing of water. This physical 
manifestation of empire coupled with the god Quetzalcoatl takes Ahuitzotl beyond his 
temporary ritual actions, and places him with the gods, their identities permanently 
entangled. Ahuitzotl’s sacrifices made on the city’s behalf are memorialized in stone, as 
he sits carved in blood-letting ritual.  
 Aside from the aqueduct relief’s significance as a unique monument in the Aztec 
realm, its estimated original location at the site of the aqueduct places it towards the 
                                                
28 Simon Schama, Landscape and Memory (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, Inc., 1995), 258. This concept of 
water flowing through a city as if blood through a body comes from Schama’s writing, and I believe that it 
applies to the landscape of Tenochtitlan, 
29 Pohl, 4. The elevated title of huey tlatoani dictates that Ahuitzotl is not just the leader of the people, but 
the Great Leader, one amongst the gods and above his earthly brethren.  
30 Lawrence E. Sullivan, “Reflections on the Miraculous Waters of Tenochtitlan,” in To Change Place: 
Aztec Ceremonial Landscapes, edited by Davíd Carrasco (Niwot: University of Colorado Press, 1991), 207. 
31 The concept of ritual regalia will be addressed in the iconography chapter of this study.  
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southern border of the ancient capital.32 Contemporary Mexico City has, of course, 
extended to envelope this area and much of the surrounding landscape, but at the point of 
its initial conception, the monument would have marked a border point of sorts, and a 
place of entry for water to come into the city. It is difficult if not impossible to trace back 
some of these locations when confronted with the modern maps of Mexico City, 
especially when considering ongoing conflicts between state-organized mapping projects 
and indigenous realities (fig. 19). Bjorn Sletto, a geographer at the University of Texas at 
Austin, writes about these conflicts and explores, “the complex articulations between the 
visibility and functionality of state and indigenous boundaries, specifically the ways in 
which these articulations shape meanings of indigeneity, histories, and landscapes.”33 He 
argues that boundaries based on history and the lived experience of indigenous people 
often opposes state-sanctioned maps and distributions of space, and that to a degree the 
modern concept of borders did not exist in the precolonial past.  Not to counter Sletto’s 
writings on indigenous borders, but in this case the topography of the city created 
physical edges of Tenochtitlan, where the landscape dictates the space more than any 
humans ever could.34  When this is considered, the monument takes on not only the role 
                                                
32 This idea is once again based on the scholarship of Emily Umberger and Barbara Mundy. 
33 Bjørn Sletto, “"'Indigenous People Don't Have Boundaries': Reborderings, Fire Management, and 
Productions of Authenticities in Indigenous Landscapes," Cultural Geographies 16, no. 2 (2009), 254. 
34 Ibid. This reference brings about a question that this beyond the scope of this study but still of 
significance; can one consider modern studies of indigenous boundaries to be reflective of a culture’s 
ancient traditions? In many of the Relaciones Geográficas, borders are included clearly in the colonial 
“maps” of local territories. Although this also brings about question of colonial influences upon the 
documents, it serves as another, temporally closer, visual example of the concept of borders in the ancient 
mindset. 
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of proclaiming the works of Ahuitzotl, but also stands as a physical marker of the edge of 
the city, with iconography that announces strength, possession, and identity. Ahuitzotl’s 
physical sacrifice recorded in stone claims the land as his own, supported by the god 
Quetzalcoatl. This aqueduct is metaphorically guarded by the monument’s border of 
feathered serpents.35 These serpents, which form the outer borders of the stone, are 
reminiscent of Maya water serpents, which were known to travel in flowing waters 
(fig.16).36 This would then visually create a watery entrance and exit to the city, 
supported and utilized by humans and the supernatural alike. 
The aqueduct then can be seen as a pathway and entrance for life, feeding the city 
and its citizens. Welcoming primordial waters into the ever-growing city, the aqueduct 
supports the physical and spiritual needs of the populace, increasing the natural forces 
entering the human-made city. By adding an additional avenue of entrance into 
Tenochtitlan, water and that which flows within water could have greater ease and access 
to the city. In Durán’s treatise, he includes a quotation from the deity impersonator, who, 
dressed as Chalchiuhtlicue for the opening of the aqueduct, calls out “ 
 
’O precious lady, welcome to your own road! From now on you will follow this 
course and I, who represent your images, have come here to receive you, to greet 
you and congratulate you for your arrival. Behold, lady, today you must come to 
your own city, Mexico-Tenochtitlan!’37  
                                                
35 Mundy, 69. In her endnotes, Mundy discusses further the debates that occur within the scholarship on 
this monument.  
36 This concept is also present at the Temple of the Feathered Serpent at Teotihuacan.	See Jeremy Coltman, 
“In the Realm of the Witz’: Animate Rivers and Rulership among the Classic Maya,” for further discussion 
on water serpents.  
37 Durán, 368. Chalchiuhtlicue is an Aztec goddess who is known to proceed over water and springs.  
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 Rather than forming another avenue to cross, the aqueduct would serve as a 
welcoming port of entry, rather than a firm boundary, as many images of such causeways 
portray. This reference brings about a question that is beyond the scope of this study but 
still of significance: can one consider modern studies of indigenous boundaries to be 
reflective of a culture’s ancient traditions? In many of the Relaciones Geográficas, 
borders are included clearly in the colonial “maps” of local territories (fig.  20). Although 
this also brings about questions of colonial influences upon the documents, it serves as 
another, temporally closer, visual example of the concept of borders in the ancient 
mindset. 
Whether seen as channels of access or divisions of space, such waterways were 
essential to the Aztec from the foundation of their empire. Although there is much we do 
not know about the mythic Aztlán, the key detail that has surfaced across all accounts is 
the theme of centrality within water. Island oases within brackish waters, both Aztlán and 
Tenochtitlan were supported (and challenged) by the lakes in which they resided. This 
settlement pattern placed their communities in the heart of the natural environment, 
completely reliant on their interactions with the aqueous space for all aspects of life.  
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Chapter 3:  Waterways as Lifeways 
 
As a city upon a lake, Tenochtitlan was surrounded and infused with water on 
every level. Playing a role in the physical and social landscape, the lake and waterways 
shaped the way the Aztec interacted with the environment and brought order to their 
space. It is possibly because of the inherent value of the resource that Ahuitzotl chose to 
manipulate water to leave his mark on the capital; perhaps the planning of the monument 
factored into his decision making, as it would frame his rule in a way unique to the Aztec 
but qualifying his choices through the iconographic and conceptual connection to like 
depictions found with the Maya, Teotihuacan, and other groups in Central Mexico. By 
placing himself within the larger legacy of Mesoamerican traditions, Ahuitzotl’s own 
agenda was reinforced.  
 Looking at Covarrubias’ “map” of the city, it may not be clear at first glance why 
Ahuitzotl would feel the need to bring more water into the capital (fig. 21). To many 
modern and western audiences, the city appears to mirror Venice in many ways; it, too, is 
a city which today struggles to keep water at bay. For the Aztec, however, water was not 
simply a necessary component to human life, but a sacred resource as well. It kept the 
populace moving forward, connecting them as much with neighboring trade partners as 
with the supernatural. The city upon a lake itself was part of a larger scheme, as Barbara 
Fash notes,  
Ancient Mesoamerican cities and ceremonial complexes can be viewed as 
architectural replicas of the sacred natural landscape. The pyramids were 
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mountains that provided an axis of communication with the gods and spirits...In 
some cases, sites were surrounded by moats or built on islands to place temples in 
the center of this cosmovision, symbolically floating on the primeval waters of 
creation.38 
 
In the terrestrial realm, water of course connected the city and became the 
foundation of transportation and agricultural systems. The chinampas, or “floating 
gardens” which can still be seen along Xochimilco today, utilized the open waterways for 
growing produce lessening the demand for physical space on the island and the need for 
development of extensive irrigation on the already limited landmass. The canal system 
also allowed for easy travel around the island and beyond, including easing trade with 
communities along the lake system.   
 With an almost grid-like organization in the central plaza and aqueous streets 
guiding people around the city, taking a bird’s eye view of Tenochtitlan reveals a city 
ordered by water and spatially reliant on the extending aqueducts. The farther out one 
travels from the city center, if following post-contact maps, the more residential areas are 
defined by waterways. Water played a major role in the identity of the Aztec capital, and 
so it is logical that the manipulation of the resource would become vital to its rulers. 
Moteuczoma I and Ahuitzotl made sure to leave tangible records of their connection to 
the aqueous veins of the city, by carving in stone their likenesses at points that signaled 
                                                
38 Barbara W. Fash, “Iconographic Evidence for Water Management and Social Organization at Copán,” in 
Copán: The History of an Ancient Maya Kingdom, E. Wyllys Andrew and William L. Fash, editors (Santa 
Fe: School for Advanced Research, 2005), 104. This concept is of course not unique to the writing of 
Barbara Fash, but this selected quotation most clearly demonstrates the concept and its connection to the 
physical terrain of Tenochtitlan. Richard Townsend has both written and curated extensively on the subject 
of ritual landscape in Mesoamerica during his time at the Art Institute of Chicago, and his work is worth 
review on this topic. 
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the entrance of additional water to the city. By placing their image at these entry points, 
the monuments could serve as eternal reminders of the figures who gave the city the 
water it craved.  
Diego Durán’s treatise maintains that the Acuecuexco Aqueduct was inspired by 
the aqueduct at Chapultepec, so it is not unreasonable to consider that these two carvings 
would also be linked. Durán includes in his account that Ahuitzotl even ordered a carving 
of himself to be added to the monument at Chapultepec (fig. 22). 39 This connection 
between images of rulers and their public works projects cannot be understated; this 
direct expression is paralleled nowhere else in the Aztec empire. It not only praises the 
good works of the rulers, but permanently establishes their role in the improvement of the 
city’s operations. It shows an interest in the people over which they presided and an 
interest in making their lives easier, while enriching the city as a whole. This statement of 
interest in the longevity and welfare of the city and its inhabitants, carved into stone, 
forms a clear and tangible record of these projects and the goals of particular tlatoani.40 It 
is interesting also to consider the fact that Moteuczoma wanted to have his likeness 
carved towards the end of his life, and although he likely had no idea his life was drawing 
to a close, Ahuitzotl did the same. 41 These reliefs then function as a final signature from 
each ruler, left in stone as their last message to the city and their legacy.  
                                                
39 Durán, 361–375.  
40 This is especially significant as the Aztec are famed for “creating their own history,” often using art to 
manipulate the memory of their role and constructing a past that shows the best of what they had to offer.  
41 Ibid., 242.	 
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 Although only these two monuments, the Acuecuexco Relief and the Chapultepec 
Carving, have been found to date, the idea of pairing imagery of rulers with springs and 
aqueducts is part of a much larger Mesoamerican tradition. Many Mesoamerican 
civilizations, from the Maya region to Central Mexico, have rich histories of water 
manipulation and sculptural traditions that referenced and celebrated these hydraulic 
endeavors.42 At the Late Preclassic (300 BC – AD 250) site of Izapa, for example, Stela 1 
by Mound 58 aligns sacred imagery of the rain and lightning god Chahk to an inlet drain, 
as if to suggest that this deity was responsible for the critical resource (fig. 23).43 At the 
Classic period site of Copán, Barbara Fash noted that “water served as a link between the 
sacred realm of Maya cosmology and the functional domain of technology and 
politics.”44 The conclusion can be drawn that the Acuecuexco monument is the heir to far 
more ancient Mesoamerican political messaging concerned with water management, 
assertions of political authority, and divine collaboration with the gods.  
                                                
42 While the site of Tetzcotzingo is possibly more closely aligned in format with the Chapultepec Carving, 
it is another site of note in this tradition in Central Mexico, located not far from Texcoco. This site as a 
whole was an elaborate effort of landscaping and construction, turning an entire hill into a “garden and 
shrine,” to create a sort of recreational paradise, led by Nezahualcóyotl. 42 The project involved a large-
scale engineering feat to bring the water in to the site, as well as constructing the architectural landscape. 
The inclusion of sculptural relief and temples at the site point to a similar goal of creating a physical point 
on the landscape that signaled both the power of the rulers and their connection with the gods. See Esther 
Pasztory, Aztec Art (New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., 1983), 129–134 for additional reading.  
43 Julia E. Guernsey, “Rulers, Gods, and Potbellies: A Consideration of Sculptural Forms and Themes from 
the Preclassic Pacific Coast and Piedmont of Mesoamerica,” in The Place of Stone Monuments: Context, 
Use, and Meaning in Mesamerica’s Preclassic Transition, Julia Guernsey, John E. Clark, and Barbara 
Arroyo, editors (Washington D.C: Dumbarton Oaks, 2010), 210. This connection was pointed out by Dr. 
Guernsey.  
44 Fash, “Iconographic Evidence for Water Management and Social Organization at Copán,” 104. 
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 In all the above cases, one aspect of these monuments that is of particular interest 
in this study is that these each celebrate public works projects. Many rulers throughout 
history, of course, attempt to position themselves in the historic narrative of their empires 
by waging wars, shaping religious beliefs, or forging a new social order. Far fewer, I 
would argue, and particularly amongst the Aztec, attempt to leave records behind of the 
good they did for the local populations and the physical infrastructure of their cities. 
Although each of these projects and their resulting monuments are multifaceted and serve 
many purposes, I would argue that they lack the usual pomp and circumstance associated 
with the construction of a massive temple or a victory over a rival community. For 
example, in taking a walk through the Sala Mexica into the room which holds Ahuitzotl’s 
Monument, Bertina Olmedo has gathered many examples of Aztec kingship, such as the 
Stone of Tizoc (fig. 12).45 Ahuitzotl’s monument is dwarfed by the size, placement, and 
detail of Tizoc’s stone, with even its iconography taking a humbler tone. The “victory” of 
the construction of the aqueduct is presented as an almost subservient action, with 
Ahuitzotl in a position of self-mutilation, offering his body and his legacy to the gods and 
the city he has so faithfully served.  
 The role then, of public works projects, can be viewed through this interesting 
light – honored in monumental sculpture as an act of self-sacrifice on behalf of the ruler 
who guides and enables the project. This is not to say that Ahuitzotl was not one for 
                                                
45 In our meeting, we discussed the curatorial approach to the space and how Olmedo used the Aqueduct 
Relief in terms of the story or theme she was using to shape that space.  
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conquest and glory, as the record shows he excelled in those fields, but in recounting of 
Ahuitzotl’s legacy there are two main factors: his conquest and his improvement of the 
capital. This may additionally play into Mexica concepts of space and territory, as will be 
discussed later in this study, but it is also of note that these sculptural documents record a 
very specific type of political propaganda, where the rulers are depicted not simply as the 
strongest, wisest, or closest to the gods, but as servants to the city.  
This monument also represents a moment in Ahuitzotl’s legacy in which his two 
strengths were utilized to execute one project – his ability to conquer and his focus on 
imperial infrastructure. With the building of the aqueduct, not only did the project benefit 
Tenochtitlan, but utilized neighboring communities to complete the construction.  
With respect to labor organization, the work of the construction on the 
Acuecuexco aqueduct, carried forward under Ahuitzotl, was divided among tribal 
groups: the Acolhuaque contributed the light and heavy stone; the Tepaneca 
brought heavy stone; the Chalca, stakes and other materials; the Xochimilca, 
digging tools and canoes loaded with earth.46 
 
 How and why then, did Ahuitzotl and Moteuczoma I choose these monuments as 
part of their tangible legacy? First, I believe it is because the physical record of their 
efforts would remain on the city that they helped to shape. Carved into the stone that built 
the city, these works embed their images in the landscape. The practical utilization of 
these spaces would always carry their image, and remind the populace of their great 
efforts.  
                                                
46 Charles Gibson, The Aztecs under Spanish Rule: A History of the Indians of the Valley of Mexico, 1519–
1810 (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 1964), 22. 
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 Secondly, these particular endeavors paint each ruler in a more sympathetic light. 
Rather than the blood-soaked imagery the Spanish clung to upon their arrival, these 
monuments reminded the people of Tenochtitlan that their leaders were not absent, nor 
were they solely focused on greed and power (fig. 24). These monuments depict rulers 
who cared about their citizens and the capital in which they resided, tethering them to the 
realities of every-day life in Tenochtitlan. I believe these efforts were at least partially 
aimed at the Aztec to show that their leaders were in touch with their people and the 
gods, and working for the betterment of all. The Aztec Empire was, of course, far from 
democratic, but it seems that these efforts would have made for an easier rule over the 
tumultuous capital.  
 It is worth considering also that in the case of both Ahuitzotl’s monument and the 
Chapultepec carving, these displays were rooted to specific place and were not 
exceedingly massive. Both reliefs could be passed by without notice, especially as small 
parts of larger elements of city infrastructure and landscape. A spring or aqueduct, no 
matter how crucial, lacks the physical imposition on the landscape that the Templo 
Mayor or a grand palace, for example, provide (fig. 25). This could again be a part of the 
“humble” messaging from the emperors, displaying their dedication to the city through 
the subtle art of sculptural relief.  
 For all of these similarities, though, it is important to recall the many differences 
betwixt the two monuments. Not only are the physical forms different, but the 
iconography present on each work is far from comparable. Erosion has resulted in the 
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loss of much of the Chapultepec Carving, and visible to the naked eye only the central 
figure is discernable today. Recent drawings of the monument have been made that 
include many additional items seemingly “floating” around the central figure, but in-
person these items are difficult if not impossible to locate (fig. 26). The Aqueduct Relief, 
on the other hand, is staggeringly more detailed and clear, with iconography on all intact 
sides of the stone.47 Dates, gods, and leaders are all clearly visible, coming together to 
carve a message in stone (fig. 3). 
 In the end, the results of these projects were as different as the monuments 
themselves; while one remains in the idyllic Chapultepec Park, the other has become 
dislocated from its original purpose and context. The Acuecuexco Aqueduct Relief’s fate 
may be tied to the fate of the aqueduct itself – although initially celebrated, its failures led 
it to a point of disrepair and disuse. So much about the monument has been lost, that it is 
hard to not view the situation as a lasting repercussion of the aqueduct’s own end.  
 The conclusion to the celebrations of the aqueduct project were far less cheerful 
than one might expect after the opening celebrations. A mere forty days after the 
construction of the aqueduct, the forces of the water in the lake became too strong and 
overcame the manufactured boundaries made to control it; the lake seeped into the city 
causing distress and damage, resulting in many citizens fleeing the city.48 Ahuitzotl 
                                                
47 This additional clarity is likely unintentional, and is merely a result of the locations and conditions to 
which each work was exposed. 
48 Duran, 370.	Dr. Alan Covey has pointed out the potential significance of Durán’s account including such 
a specific number (that also happens to be significant in Durán’s own faith) of days in which the aqueduct 
is successful, and makes the important point that this alignment may be suspect.  
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turned to others for help, but was regarded coldly for the murder he ordered of 
Coyoacan’s ruler and the advice he disregarded. In the end, Ahuitzotl had to pay for the 
extensive rebuilding of the city that his rash choices had devastated, and used the 
opportunity to restructure the city. As Durán recounts, “In this way Tenochtitlan became 
well-ordered, attractive, beautifully furnished, with large and well-made houses, full of 
areas for recreation such as pleasing gardens and fine courtyards.”49 If this flattering 
account is to be believed, in the end Ahuitzotl used this failed endeavor to dedicate more 
of his time and money to the rehabilitation of the city, leaving it stronger and more 
beautiful in his wake.  
 Some unsubstantiated sources claim that in the midst of the destruction caused by 
the floods that Ahuitzotl was hit in the head, an injury that later led to his death.50 What is 
more commonly believed is that it was an unknown illness that later led to his passing 
just three years after the opening of the aqueduct, but it is impossible to say for sure. 
Nevertheless, the ruler had little time to enjoy his renovated city, and these public works 
marked some of the final actions in his rule and lifetime.  
 With this final grand act of renovation for the city, it is fitting that the 
Acuecuexco Aqueduct Relief would form the final monument to his reign. As the 
devastation caused by the flooding from the aqueduct “inspired” much of Ahuitzotl’s 
most generous redecorations, his image, frozen in a moment of self-sacrifice, speaks well 
                                                
49 Ibid. 373. 
50 Some of the loose mythology surrounding this event have been published by Elizabeth Baquedano in 
Aztec Sculpture (1984), and Miguel Leon Portilla in The Aztec Image of Self and Society (1992). 
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to his final years as ruler of the Aztec Empire. While it may be seen as odd that the great 
conqueror did not also have a monument to his wartime victories, it may be a testament 
to his desire to control the legacy he left behind. The Aztec are famed for re-writing their 
own history, so this monument may be an attempt to do just that. By highlighting his 
godliness in stone, he could control, to a degree, the way his story would be told for years 
to come. Due to the damage the stone has sustained over time, we do not have a complete 
picture of that constructed narrative, but what we do have extant tells the story of an 
emperor worth the legacy.  
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Chapter 4: Decoding the Iconography 
 
 
 What remains of the final monument from this major project is approximately 
two-thirds of its original dimensions. The missing third, which appears to have crumbled 
or was broken off, was lost before the time of its discovery in 1924. In addition to the end 
which is clearly absent, upon my visit to see the work I noticed that even more than the 
reported end was missing from the stone (fig. 27 and 28). The bottom of one of the large 
sides (as explained in the following paragraphs) is missing a cleanly cut area 
approximately two inches in height and extending the entire width of the stone. Thanks to 
careful mounting at the museum, it is hard to notice this area of loss, but upon closer 
inspections of the edges I would say that there is far more of the stone missing than any 
previous study has fully acknowledged. This recognition of course means that even less 
can be confidently claimed when it comes to the iconographic analysis of the stone, so 
the following assessment will address what is extant, but will keep in mind what is not. 
This again is a theory based on what evidence we do have, but taking into account that 
definitive answers to some of these questions can never be found.  
I will be following Barbara Mundy’s system of labeling each side of the stone. 
Side A will therefore be the broadside in which the loss is evident on the right side of the 
scene (fig.3). Side B will be the reverse of Side A, with loss evident on the left of the 
scene (fig. 4). Side C will be the remaining outer edge (fig. 5), and Side D the top of the 
stone (fig 6). The study of the iconography of the work suffers greatly due to the damage 
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inflicted on the monument; as each scene remains incomplete, the central figure 
consistently faces a subject we will never see. In this study, I will also be referencing the 
drawings completed by Emily Umberger, which allow a clearer view of the work (fig. 7).  
Side A begins with the depiction of a large ahuitzotl creature, surrounded by 
water (fig. 3). The creature looks down to the central figure, poised on a reed mat. 
Although wear has removed many of the details of the figure, if the creature behind him 
serves as his identifier, he is the ruler Ahuitzotl. Behind the figure is the plumed serpent, 
who, presented in this decorated and fearsome state, can be seen as a depiction of the god 
Quetzalcoatl.51 All three characters face a cartouche, framing the date 7 Reed, which 
aligns with the opening of the aqueduct. Underneath the date glyph is what appears to be 
grass bundles and some type of foliage and decoration. Nothing concrete can be detected 
from the side of the missing segment.  
Side B, reading from left to right, begins with a damaged edge. Some tendrils, 
possibly emerging from a name glyph, can be seen at the top (fig. 4). A hand can be seen 
coming from the bottom, hinting at an additional figure on the missing side, possibly 
mirroring the figure that remains. Between the two, framed in a cartouche, is once again 
the date 7 Reed. What lies below the date glyph is unclear, but may be a mat design, 
signifying a seat, or an architectural feature. Facing the date is a seated figure, identified 
as a leader by his decorated speech scrolls and the name glyph up against his headdress, 
                                                
51 This depiction is very similar to the cliff relief at Cerro de la Malinche, Tula. (fig. 29) 
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further clarifying his personage as Ahuitzotl.52 Sitting on what appears to be a mat, 
Ahuitzotl pierces his ear with a blade, in a demonstration of ritual bloodletting. Due to 
the similarities between sides A and B, I feel comfortable in asserting that Ahuitzotl is 
participating in the same ritual on both sides of the stone. Behind the emperor is a heavily 
plumed serpent, further elevated through an identical headdress, that can be understood as 
another depiction of Quetzalcoatl. The base of this side has the clean cut where the 
bottom border imagery is lost. 
 Sides C and D are far less icongraphically rich. What remains of Side C is a 
partial feathered serpent, although lacking the decoration that would identify the creature 
as a god (fig. 5). Side D has a full feathered serpent, similar to the fragmented Side C, 
and additionally what, although damaged, appears to be a water glyph. If there was 
anything superimposed on the glyph, it has been lost to time (fig. 6).  
 This repetitive iconography leads me to a fairly confident reading of what remains 
of the stone. If following the theory that the purpose of its creation was to celebrate the 
aqueduct and Ahuitzotl’s contributions to the city, then I believe this monument stands as 
a symbol of Ahuitzotl’s sacrifice as a ruler, as seen through the bloodletting ritual. The 
date 7 Reed ties the monument to the specific moment of the aqueduct’s unveiling, and 
Ahuitzotl’s actions are supported and provided authority by his spiritual and visual ties to 
Quetzalcoatl. The water glyph and feathered serpents along the edges further emphasize 
the watery infrastructure the monument celebrates. Finally, as the monument would 
                                                
52 This name glyph, and the ahuitzotl creature, will be addressed later in this study. 
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likely have been placed towards the southern edge of the city, this work would have 
served as a boundary marker of Ahuitzotl’s central domain, announcing the leader and 
contributor to the magnificent Tenochtitlan and helping to illustrate the boundaries of the 
city.  
To begin, it is clear that the figure featured is the ruler Ahuitzotl. While 
maintaining a relentless ambition to conquer Central Mexico in the name of the Aztec, 
his depictions in codices and sculpture are signaled not by spear or shield, but rather by a 
small creature, surrounded by water. As mentioned previously, this creature, which forms 
the name glyph of the ruler, was known as the ahuitzotl. The creature alone has become 
the subject of many sculptural works, breeding a bizarre mythology surrounding the 
creature resulting in some depictions featuring a human hand at the end of its long tail 
(fig. 30).53 Although many have hypothesized the true nature of this creature, as many 
images depict him as a sort of dog, I have looked to the etymology of the name Ahuitzotl 
to provide a definitive answer. Richard Andrews breaks the name into two parts: atl and 
huitzotl. Atl is the Nahuatl word for water, and huitzotl translates to porcupine, resulting 
in a name which translates to “water porcupine.”54 When studying the depictions of this 
creature, this naming makes sense, as the glyph for water typically surrounds the creature 
                                                
53 This creature has earned quite a reputation in scholarship, often being referred to as a “mythical 
creature,” although I have yet to uncover an actual mythology to pair with the being. Because of this, I will 
not be giving further attention to the odd occurrences of the creature and its bizarre manifestations with 
physical abnormalities. Instead, I will focus on the more traditional depictions of the creature, as associated 
with Ahuitzotl the ruler.    
54 Richard J. Andrews, Introduction to Classical Nahuatl (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2003): 
600. 
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like a spikey covering. Thus, by including the creature along with any generic image of a 
king, the figure could be identified as Ahuitzotl. Each ruler’s name is typically included 
in their visual reproductions, whether they be “tied” to the rulers via a thin line or placed 
slightly above them behind or in front of their heads (fig. 31).55  
Therefore, Ahuitzotl, identified through his name glyph on both Sides A and B, 
pierces his ear in the self-sacrificial act of blood-letting. On Side B, speech scrolls come 
from his mouth, perhaps indicating that Side B is the side in which he takes the central 
lead, letting that side “speak” to his personal accomplishments and further proclaim his 
identity at tlatoani (fig. 32). It is important to note that Ahuitzotl is not simply himself on 
either side, but is instead dressed as Chalchiuhtlicue. 56 Chalchiuhtlicue, as the “Lady of 
the Waters That Flow,” is a perfect goddess to be represented in such a monument (fig. 
17).57 The spring itself was an avenue for her arrival—as Durán documents, they 
impersonated her at the opening of the aqueduct and called upon her to enter the city and 
bless them with fresh flowing waters.58 Again tying this monument to the aqueduct, 
regardless of its proximity it would have been immediately recognizable as being 
                                                
55 I am curious if the alterations in placement of the name glyphs before or after the figures holds 
significance; I have yet to find any scholarship or visual evidence that proves significance of either 
placement. See Figure 11 for an example of the standard placements. 
56 Mundy, 67. Esther Pasztory also recognizes this connection. It should be noted that although there are 
elements of Ahuitzotl’s regalia that mirror Chalchiuhtlicue, there is a definite possibility that he is not 
singularly dressed as this goddess, but may be dressed in an amalgamation of regalia meant to honor and 
embody multiple deities of water and abundance. It is significant that if Ahuitzotl is dressed as the female 
deity, this would be a rare example in Aztec iconography of a male ruler dressing in the regalia of a female 
god. To this point, it should also be noted that the deity impersonator present at the opening of the aqueduct 
was male as well, dressed in the regalia and acting in the place of Chalchiuhtlicue.  
57 León Portilla, 98.  
58 Durán, 368.  
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representative of Ahuitzotl’s major water-centric project. By impersonating the goddess 
in stone, Ahuitzotl could maintain a level of authority over the waters that rushed through 
his aqueduct.   
 This concept of deity impersonation runs through much of Aztec history. Even in 
the Durán’s account of the aqueduct opening, he details a particular instance of a man 
dressed as Chalchiuhtlicue,  
King Ahuitzotl, however, did not anticipate any failure, so when the day came he 
ordered that the water be brought in. As it began to run towards the city, a man 
disguised as the goddess of the waters and springs appeared, dressed to 
impersonate the deity, in a blue garment over which was a surplice similar to a 
scapulary. This last was covered with costly green and blue stones. He also wore a 
diadem made of white heron feathers and his face was stained with liquid rubber. 
His forehead was colored blue, in his ears were two green stones, another on his 
lower lip, and on his wrists he wore strings of blue and reen beads. In his hands he 
carried rattles shaped like turtles and a bag filled with the flour of blue maize. His 
legs were painted blue and he was wearing blue sandals, signifying the color of 
water. This man was accompanied by all the priests of the temples. Their faces 
were painted black and on their heads they wore paper garlands, on their 
foreheads large stars that served as ties for the headbands. They were stripped 
naked, wearing only paper breechcloths to cover their genitals. Some of the 
priests carried flutes, other conch shells, and they went along before the goddess-
impersonator playing their instruments.59 
 
The detailed description of this practice can be seen as evidence to the intricate efforts 
put into the practice of deity impersonation in Aztec ceremony. This practice was vital to 
many, if not all, major religious ceremonies, and was a way in which to bring the divine 
into the ceremony in a tangible way (fig. 32). By impersonating a god, the human actor 
would metaphorically become the god themselves, interacting and performing in ritual.60 
                                                
59 Ibid., 367–368. 
60 See Pasztory, 84. 
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By taking on the teixiptla, or localized embodiment or representation of the god, the 
identity of the actor and the supernatural become one and the same. “Thus, the sculpture 
does not present us with the portrait of Ahuitzotl, but makes clear that we are witnessing 
Ahuitzotl-as-Chalchiuhtlicue. The evanescent performance of the teixiptla becomes 
permanent, as if to guarantee that the effects of ritual action set into a particular space 
will endure as long as the stone itself.”61 
 The main complication to this straightforward reading is the repetition itself. Why 
portray the same messaging on both sides of the stone? While keeping in mind that the 
missing section of the stone might reveal a significant difference in scene and a key clue 
to this conundrum, I believe that the repetition of the date 7 Reed may be an instance of 
acknowledgment of two different occurrences of the date. As the Aztec calendrical 
system necessitates that glyphic dates are repeated in a regular cycle, there has been and 
will continue to be more years equated with 7 Reed. That being said, it is possible that 
one of these 7 Reed glyphs could be linked to 1499, and the other to a previous 
occurrence of 7 Reed. This may have been done to provide further support to Ahuitzotl’s 
project by aligning it with another great moment in Aztec history, although we may never 
know for sure. It is important to note then, that 7 Reed is also associated with Topiltzin 
Quetzalcoatl, and therefore on Side A this date could be associated with the serpent, not 
Ahuitzotl.62 However, if this is the case as I believe it is, then only one side can truly be 
                                                
61 Mundy, 69. Also see writings by Elizabeth Hill Boone in Incarnations of the Aztec Supernatura (1989).  
62 Leonardo López Luján and Alfredo Lopez Austin, “The Mexica in Tula and the Tula in Mexica-
Tenochtitlan” in The Art of Urbanism: How Mesoamerican Kingdoms Represented Themselves in 
Architecture and Imagery, eds.William Fash and Leonardo López Lujan (Washington D.C.: Dumbarton 
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memorializing the moment in 1499. I believe that this would be Side B, due to the less 
“entangled” depiction of Ahuitzotl, and the prominence of the speech scrolls coming 
from his mouth. In this way, this independent Ahuitzotl can speak for himself and his 
accomplishments.  
One additional complication is the factor that there is no monument 
icongraphically comparable to this stone. Some imagery can be tied to surrounding 
cultures, such as Tula and Teotihuacan, and the basic design concept fits in with other 
works from Ahuitzotl’s reign, such as the previously mentioned Dedication Stone (fig. 
13).63 In this way, by connecting to the cultures of the past, the monument could gain 
authority and a level of cultural pedigree.64 This can be seen most clearly through the 
creature identified as Quetzalcoatl, who functions in this case as he does with the Maya 
as a water serpent (fig. 34). This undulating snake welcomes water to the city, directing 
the flow of the aqueduct into Tenochtitlan. As the aqueduct ran south to north, it would 
have been as if the serpents were carrying the water with them from below. 65 Barbara 
Fash notes that with the Classic Maya, “A fundamental resource, water served as a link 
between the sacred realm of Maya cosmology and the functional domain of technology 
                                                
Oaks Research Library, 2009), 413. Also see Davíd Carrasco, Quetzalcoatl and the Irony of Empire on the 
complex role of Quetzalcoatl in Mesoamerican history and belief systems.  
63 Manuel Aguilar-Moreno, Handbook to Life in the Aztec World (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2017), 52. 
64 The concept of appropriation from other Mesoamerican cultures as a method of gaining this sort of 
pedigree is a fascinating concept in itself, and is explored by many scholars of Aztec art such as Emily 
Umberger, Leonardo Lopez-Lujan, and Elliot Lopez-Finn.  
65 Mundy, 65.  
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and politics.”66 I believe this idea was echoed in the Aztec cosmology, and was a driving 
force behind the idea of creating the aqueduct, and explains one of its planned functions. 
The concept of the feathery serpent border as well is not an isolated concept, and can be 
seen on the Bench Frieze at Palacio Quemado in Sala 2 at Tula (fig. 34).67 In fact, “the 
boundary-marking function of feathered serpents is also widespread. Undulating plumed 
serpents appear prominently in architecture as a border device found, for example, along 
the top edge of bas-reliefs, on stairway balustrades, on the entrance to temple doorways, 
and on the wall around the ceremonial precinct (e.g. at Tenochtitlan, Teotihuacan, and 
Tula in Central Mexico, and Chichen Itza in Yucatan).68 
Although there are ample ties to feathered or watery serpents amongst other 
Mesoamerican cultures, it is important not to downplay the importance of Quetzalcoatl in 
the art and culture of the Aztec. As Davíd Carrasco explains,  
In this new setting [Tenochtitlan], Quetzalcoatl was conceived of as one of the 
supernatural and cultural patrons who legitimized important segments of Mexico 
society. These segments included the populace, the priesthood, kingship, and, in 
one case, the city itself…Quetzalcoatl continued to be a major source of 
inspiration and sanctification of institutions and people. This persistence derives 
from Quetzalcoatl’s status as a creator. As a god and god-man, Quetzalcoatl 
created parts of the cosmos and culture. The symbol’s power to legitimize stems 
from this creative capacity.69 
                                                
66 Fash, “Iconographic Evidence for Water Management and Social Organization at Copan,” 103–104. 
67 Alba Guadaupe Mastache, Robert H. Cobean, and Dan M. Healan, Ancient Tollan: Tula and the Toltec 
Heartland (Boulder, University of Colorado Press, 2002), 125. In their chapter in The Art of Urbanism, 
Leonardo López Luján and Alfredo López Austin dive deeper into the connections between Tula and 
Tenochtitlan, especially in regard to the feathered serpent.	 
68 Susan Gillespie, The Aztec Kings: The Construction of Rulership in Mexica History (Tucson: University 
of Arizona Press, 1989), 176. 
69 Davíd Carrasco, Quetzalcoatl and the Irony of Empire (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982), 
170. 
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Although much of the ceremony surrounding the opening of the aqueduct was centered 
around as Chalchiuhtlicue, if we accept the proposition that Ahuitzotl is dressed, at least 
in some part, as the goddess, it appears clearer as to why both deities would be 
represented in the monument. If Quetzalcoatl is the “divine inspiration” for the grand 
creation of the aqueduct itself, then depicting the ruler and the god as partners in the 
project follows this tradition. Additionally, if Ahuitzotl is dressed as Chalchiuhtlicue, he 
would be mirroring the festivities performed at the opening of the aqueduct and 
preserving the sentiment and ceremony of the event. Quetzalcoatl’s role as a metaphoric 
bridge between the sky and the earth, the natural and the supernatural, allows for this 
imagery to call to mind the function of the aqueduct as a bridge between humankind and 
the supernatural, the springs and imperial center of Tenochtitlan.  
One point of clarity must be made in terms of the way we are approaching 
Quetzalcoatl on this monument. While the iconography clearly points to the event of the 
aqueduct’s opening, the general idea of the feathered serpent could be seen as contrasting 
with this water-themed monument. Quetzalcoatl is often connected with the sky and 
wind, owning to his typical paring with Ehecatl, the god of wind and his feathered body, 
lined with the feathers of the treasured quetzal bird. While this reading in many cases is 
applicable, there is an alternative view of Quetzalcoatl that pairs him with the aquatic 
realm. Originally posited and explored by H. B. Nicholson, scholars such as Mary Miller 
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and Karl Taube have carried these ideas into recent publications on the god.70 Miller and 
Taube point to the connection between Quetzalcoatl and water as being possibly first 
found at Teotihuacan and then later at Cacaxtla, where “Quetzalcoatl is rendered as a 
snake covered with quetzal plumes. At both sites, this being appears with both drops of 
rain and standing water, suggesting that it was considered a spirit or deity of water.” (fig. 
35)71 This description matches the depictions of Quetzalcoatl on the Aqueduct Relief, 
where the deity is placed on a monument celebrating the entrance of new water into the 
city. 
 Although this reading is supported by the analysis of Barbara Mundy and Emily 
Umberger, it contrasts fundamentally with the analysis by Eloise Quiñones-Keber in her 
article “Quetzalcoatl as Dynastic Patron: The Acuecuexatl Stone Reconsidered.”72 While 
the main argument of her essay is that Quetzalcoatl is the patron god supporting Ahuitzotl 
in his efforts, which is to a degree universally agreed upon in the scholarship and in this 
study, there are two major points within Quiñones-Keber’s article that clash with my 
reading of the stone and the consensus of current scholarship. The key points of her essay 
dictate the role of Quetzalcoatl on the stone, as well as how the stone functioned in 
connection with fragmentary monuments of Tlaloc. Quiñones-Keber argues that the 
                                                
70 See H.B. Nicholson’s “Feathered Serpent” section in the Oxford Encyclopedia of Mesoamerican 
Cultures, vol. 1, in addition to his renowned book Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl: The Once and Future Lord, as 
well as the handy joint publication by Miller and Taube, An Illustrated Dictionary of the Gods and Symbols 
of Ancient Mexico and the Maya. 
71 Mary Miller and Karl Taube, An Illustrated Dictionary of the Gods and Symbols of Ancient Mexico and 
the Maya (New York: Thames and Hudson, 1993): 141. 
72	Thanks to Claudia Brittenham for bringing this opposing viewpoint to my attention.  
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monument is separate entirely from the aqueduct, and that its connection with the project 
has led to its misinterpretation.  
 First, Quiñones-Keber states that the stone was found amongst a series of other 
smaller sculptures, which does not seem to make sense if it was in fact found as part of an 
existing structure.73 This “find” information is also exclusive to this publication, and is 
not mentioned in any of the previous or later scholarship. Finally, there is no clear 
citation to an archeological report where this information was found, which is another 
reason for pause. It seems a stretch to believe that this documentation was found by one 
scholar alone, and contrasts with every other piece written on the monument.74 The 
prevailing assertion is that the monument was found near the site of the ancient aqueduct, 
rather than tucked in to the city center. During meetings with Bertina Olmedo at the 
Museo Nacional, the curator confirmed that they did not have any documentation she had 
ever been aware of, even with the work’s recent loan, that revealed an archeological 
project in which the stone was found.75  
                                                
73 Eloise Quiñones-Keber, “Quetzalcoatl as dynastic patron: the ‘acuecuexatl stone’ reconsidered” in 
Symbolism in the plastic and pictorial representations of ancient Mexico., 1993, 151. 
74 This segment of her argument, I found primarily problematic because there is no evidence in her article’s 
citations for any archeological records that corroborate this information. Scholars (i.e. Mundy and 
Umberger), writing both before and after this publication cite find information that places the monument 
being utilized as a common building stone in a modern building. As this point is clearly crucial to our 
understanding of the monument and its function, I find it difficult to believe that no other scholar would 
have access to this information, or that the other prevailing narrative would be false, as all other writings on 
this monument cite opposing information. Additionally, the comment that this work was found with 
fragmentary sculptures of Tlaloc far from the site of the ancient aqueduct also causes me to question the 
validity of the “find,” as the proposed iconographic reading of the stone in the article that rationalizes this 
information in such a way that ignores the major iconography of the monument (such as the water glyph, 
serpents, and large date glyphs).  
75 This of course is one of the major challenges of working with this monument. With such little data, it is 
difficult to trace back the stone’s placement and function concretely. We only have later accounts, with the 
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 Secondly, the article claims that there is no connection whatsoever between the 
Aqueduct Relief and water. While Quiñones-Keber illustrates an alternative reading to 
the generally agreed upon information, the iconography itself seems to clash with this 
reading. As discussed previously, Ahuitzotl, by his legacy, is consistently intertwined 
with water. It seems remiss to completely dismiss this association. Additionally, and 
possibly the clearest evidence of the monument’s connection with water is the Nahuatl 
glyph for “water” located on the top of the stone (fig. 36). Although there is some erosion 
to the glyph, it is very clear that it is the glyph “atl” or “water.”  
Finally, the date glyph featured prominently on both sides of this stone is the date 
7 Reed. As there is no debate that the figure portrayed is Ahuitzotl, the logical 7 Reed the 
stone would be referencing is 1499. The significant event in that year that involves 
Ahuitzotl, is the creation of the aqueduct. Claiming that a monument marking 1499 and 
depicting Ahuitzotl would not be in reference to this major, city-wide event seems to be a 
bit far-fetched, but Quiñones-Keber argues that there is no connection between the work 
and the aqueduct. To divorce the monument from the facts of its iconography I believe is 
to misread what message remains carved in stone.  
Recognizing and considering this dissenting opinion, I do believe that the reading 
of the stone provided in this study and supported by other Aztec scholars is the most 
                                                
1924 find seeming to be the most concrete, which does allow for the possibility of a more colorful past for 
the monument. If it was found in a dig I find it difficult to believe that there would not be documentation 
available or that, if the later narratives are to be believed, that it would have been so casually incorporated 
into the architecture of the slaughterhouse. There are many questions about this stone that we will likely 
never have answers for, and the exact history of its journey from construction to INAH’s collections is one 
puzzle for which we may never have all of the pieces.  
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logical perception of the detailed iconography. There are many elements, of course, such 
as the hand that emerges from the area of loss on Side B, which remain a mystery. Is 
there another prominent figure facing Ahuitzotl? Is the section that is lost on both Sides 
A and B the same? The sections of loss, which on the side of the stone opposite Side C 
appears to have crumbled away, are likely no longer intact and even more likely to never 
surface. If Mundy’s theory of the stone being used in colonial architecture holds true, 
then the stone was likely seen as a building block rather than an artifact to be preserved, 
and thus would not have any damaged segments saved. Despite these unfortunate 
damages to the monument, I am confident that the imagery that remains on the stone 
sends a clear message as to the function of the relief and the image Ahuitzotl hoped to 
portray.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
42 
Chapter 5:  Looking Forward 
 
Although much of this study has been focused exploring significance of this 
singular monument and its function in Aztec society and history, the ideas that formed this 
work prevailed in the culture for years to come. Even today, traces of these Precolumbian 
concepts of landscape and identity can be seen amongst the contemporary landscape of 
Mexico City. As previously mentioned, many of the concepts of marking empire and 
imperial identity at points of springs and other sources of water go back much farther than 
the Aztec, and truly pervade all of Mesoamerica. I believe in addition to this, it is critical 
to note how these concepts have developed over time, from conquest to the modern era. 
The directive to find a way to signal imperial control while also illustrating a grand 
narrative for the parties in power seems to be a cross-temporal and cross-cultural drive.  
It must be acknowledged that from first contact with the Spanish, there was a 
significant period of time before New Spain embraced the understandings of the indigenous 
people in relation to their water resources. As one text on ecological systems in the Basin 
of Mexico notes,  
 
From the early colonial times, it became clear that the new city plan was not 
compatible with the lacustrine landscape of the basin. The filling of the Aztec 
canals and the chinampas to build elevated roads obstructed the surface drainage 
of the city and created large expanses of stagnant water, while the grazing and 
logging of the slopes surrounding the basin resulted in increased surface runoff 
and silting during the rainy season. The first severe flood occurred in 1553; floods 
recurred in 1580, 1604, and 1629, and thereafter in shorter intervals.76 
 
                                                
76 Exequiel Ezcurra, ed. The Basin of Mexico: Critical Environmental Issues and Sustainability, (New 
York: United Nations University Press, 1999), 35.  
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It was not until much later that the Spanish starting creating canals and aqueducts in 
earnest, but much of the damage to the existing lakebed had already been done. When the 
Spanish did start creating their own aqueducts, it was often the hands and engineering 
prowess of the indigenous people who made floodwaters and freshwater more 
manageable in the early colonial period.77 
Despite many early challenges, arguably born from ignoring the indigenous 
traditions, colonial Mexico began to find a better sense of equilibrium. This equilibrium, 
or at least the steps towards it, were rooted in the pre-colonial past. One example from the 
eighteenth century is the city of Queretaro, whose “identity during the eighteenth century 
was closely tied to the aqueduct, built between 1726 and 1738 by Don Juan Antonio de 
Urrutia y Arana, marques of the Villa de Villar del Aguila.”78 This aqueduct, much like 
the subject of this study, allowed water to flow in through the city’s center, bringing the 
crucial resource to many neighborhoods in the city (fig. 37). For this endeavor, the 
marques were given much praise, and the project bring notoriety to the city. “When 
construction of the aqueduct and its associated infrastructure was completed in 1738, the 
city council declared fifteen days of festivities to celebrate the achievement.”79 While this 
                                                
77 William E. Doolittle, “Indigenous Development of Mesoamerican Irrigation,” Geographical Review 85, 
no.3, (1995), 320. 
78 Fernando Nuñez, Carlos Arvizu Garcia, Ramón Abonce, and Malcom Quantrill, eds., Space and Place in 
the Mexican Landscape: The Evolution of a Colonial City, (College Station: Texas A & M University 
Press, 2007), 82. Although this example come not from Mexico City, it carries many of the same attitudes 
of the ceremony at Tenochtitlan. As colonial forces took root in Mexico, much of the indigenous identity 
became rooted in the Aztec past, and therefore many activities that were primarily practiced in Central 
Mexico gained popularity in the farther reaches of the country as more generalized “indigenous” practices. 
79 Ibid., 83. 
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project was undertaken in a community in which Christianity was the dominant religious 
culture, we can only imagine the celebrations that unfolded in their nearly two-week 
festivities. There may have been fewer sacrifices, but likely the music and regalia that 
accompanied the events was not too far removed from the events that took place in 
Tenochtitlan less than 300 years earlier.  
Another major period in Mexico’s history that saw considerable change to 
infrastructure and water management considerations was the Porfiriato (1876–1911). 
With the move towards modernity for all of Mexico City, cleanliness and beautification 
of public spaces was a priority. The redesign of Chapultepec Park, for example, was a 
central focus of these efforts, where,  
Rather than let nature dictate the contents and design of the retreat, Porfirian 
planners imposed their own ideas about modern nature onto the historic park. 
Water, if not controlled and managed, could pose a threat, but water carefully 
designed as an aesthetic sight, served to cleanse the park of its wild past, and 
represent the promises of the future.80   
 
These desires for cleanliness and modernity that drove many of Porfirio Díaz’s 
projects in the city was not only rooted in the push for Mexico City to be a cosmopolitan 
capital, playing on the world stage with the likes of New York, London, Paris, and 
Madrid. They also hint to the underlying tradition that has been encapsulated in the 
Aqueduct Relief – one that serves as a signal of power, authority, and legacy. As Emily 
Wakild describes, the motivations for these projects of water management, “took on a 
                                                
80 Emily Wakild, “Naturalizing Modernity: Urban Parks, Public Gardens and Drainage Projects in Porfirian 
Mexico City,” Mexican Studies; (2007), 112. 
 
 
45 
symbolic political meaning. It provided Díaz and his advisors with the possibility of 
controlling nature, saving the city from disaster, and guaranteeing the future of the capital 
as a safe, healthy, beautiful place. By proving his ability to deliver the impossible, the 
project stood to legitimize the rule of Díaz.”81 In many ways, this sentiment eerily echoes 
that of Ahuitzotl in the creation of his own aqueduct. The project that this quotation 
describes also met a bitter end, continuing the points of comparison between Díaz’s 
efforts towards glory and modernity and Ahuitzotl’s aims to enrich the city and bring 
himself closer (at least metaphorically) with the gods.  
While one might take these records as evidence that the management of water in 
the Basin of Mexico has never – and possibly never will be solved – and although that 
may be true, it does leave the continued opening for change and development of new 
strategies. It also provides opportunities for those in power to use their victories on the 
matter, regardless of how short-lived they may be, to elevate their status as rulers to 
supernatural heights. With two more modern examples to follow in the next chapter, it 
seems that this tradition may continue to develop, and although stone relief carvings have 
fallen out of popularity, it will provide an interesting study in the future to see what forms 
these monuments to progress and the rulers behind these advancements take. Porfirio 
Díaz did not place himself upon a sculpture for his project, possibly in the spirit of 
moving forward into the modern age, but all of the sentiments remained.  
                                                
81 Ibid., 119. 
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 Contemporary projects are actively underway in Mexico City to continue to quell 
the ongoing issues with water in the capital. While none have yet solved the complex 
social and ecological issues that factor into water management in Central Mexico, there 
remains a chance that more monuments are to come, as governments and NGOs alike try 
to find a solution to the uneven terrain. After almost 700 years of attempts to find peace 
with the landscape, it seems to certainly be the time for another monumental project with 
a monumental celebration.82 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
82 Kimmelman. 
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Chapter 6:  Conclusions 
 
 
 While the Aqueduct Relief sits in the Sala Mexica at the Museo Nacional, framed 
as part of the story of Aztec kingship, the monument truly stands alone in terms of its 
format and iconography (fig. 38). Although its original placement in the city has been lost 
to time, the majority of the stone remains as a memorial to Ahuitzotl’s contributions to 
the infrastructure of Tenochtitlan. As the stone frames the ruler and his “patron” 
Quetzalcoatl, the monument perpetuates the constructed memory of Tenochtitlan’s eighth 
ruler, guiding the waters into the city dressed in godly regalia.  This memory, by 
capturing a moment of self-sacrifice, presents an image of an emperor dedicated to his 
people, his city, and the gods – as opposed to a moment of victory or battle. Consistent 
with the message of the Dedication Stone, Ahuitzotl is portrayed in these monuments as a 
ruler who put city over self.83  
 I believe this is one factor that makes this monument significant in the history of 
Aztec imperial art. It shows a side of Aztec kingship that has been so often forgotten in 
the retellings of their history, especially in the face of colonial sources claiming the 
brutality of the indigenous people. While some sources, such as Durán’s account, include 
picturesque details of the great city of Tenochtitlan, the accounts that have seemed to 
penetrate most deeply into popular culture are the images of sacrificial ritual with 
                                                
83 The Dedication Stone is the only major monument found to date that portrays Ahuitzotl (the ruler, not 
the creature), and therefore is our only comparable monument for comparison. In both stones Ahuitzotl is 
engaging in blood-letting, with the date glyphs informing viewers of the project to which the works 
correlate.  
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pyramids covered in blood. The exceptional engineering and architecture of the ancient 
metropolis seem to pale in comparison to the gorier details of the Aztec past, so I believe 
it is important to advocate for a comprehensive history of ancient peoples to be shared.  
 Additionally, it is critical to remember that although this monument fits within a 
large Mesoamerican dialogue about kingship, water, territory, and identity, the dialogue 
is not limited to the ancient realm. Even today, if one strolls through Chapultepec Park, 
you may come across a much more modern fountain, dedicated to Nezahualcóyotl (fig. 
39). A walk along the “L” shaped fountain follows relief carvings of the “poet king’s” 
life, leading up to a large sculpture of the man himself. Even though this fountain is far 
more decorative than purposeful, it maintains the idea that power over water and power 
over people are one and the same. Ahuitzotl’s legacy has also stood the test of time, with 
his memory being resurrected in the form of a statue in the Paseo de Reforma in 1891 
(fig. 40).84 Crafted by Alejandro Casarín, the statue of Ahuitzotl can be seen as yet 
another trace of the ruler left upon the physical landscape of the city he adorned. Claudia 
Agostini stresses that public monuments such as this, “were also regarded as educational 
vehicles or tools that could guide the young and imbue them with moral and civic lessons 
as well as encourage them to respect and adhere to the laws of the nation…monuments – 
civic monuments – became a key component of the cult of national memory.”85 Although 
the end of this quote refers to monuments made in the late nineteenth century, I strongly 
                                                
84 Claudia Agostini, Monuments of Progress: Modernization and Public Health in Mexico City, 1876–1910 
(Calgary, University of Calgary Press, 2003), 100. 
85 Ibid., 91.  
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believe the sentiment applies to the ancient past.  The existence of the Nezahualcóyotl 
Fountain and the Ahuitzotl statue today serves as reminder of the significance and legacy 
of these aquatic monuments and declarations of kingship. Although this fountain was 
created in the 20th century, it still carries some of the same Precolumbian ideas of 
interweaving territory with identity, and cementing that connection through monumental 
sculpture.  
 The goals of this project were to study the iconography of this unique Aztec 
artwork, provide it contextualization within the large Mesoamerican tradition, and to 
recognize ways in which these concepts have transformed and persisted through time. 
One of the major struggles with completing the study was the lack of information 
available, in terms of the history of the monument before it entered the Museo Nacional, 
and the missing segments of the stone itself. Although my research in Austin was 
extensive and greatly aided by my trip to Mexico City, the final stages of this study 
included coming to terms with the information that we may never recover. That being 
said, I am confident in the conclusions presented in this study, despite the fact that there 
is a chance that the information that is missing from the stone itself has the potential to 
further clarify or alter these readings. I hope as archeological projects in Mexico City 
continue, future discoveries bring to light further contextualization and comparative 
models for this monument.  
 I believe the colonial and modern iterations of the Aqueduct Relief prove the 
value of this course of study and the truth in these conclusions. Not only is it one of many 
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images of rulers and gods combined with points of entrance for water to a populace in 
Mesoamerica, but that this practice was continued, despite the downfall of the 
Acuecuexco Aqueduct, across Mexico and with particular rigor within the same physical 
landscape in the central highlands. The same desires and ideals that were present in 1499 
continue to this day, proving the significance and longevity of this Mesoamerican 
tradition.  
 Looking forward, I believe similar studies completed in regions across 
Mesoamerica could be knit together to form a comprehensive volume on water 
management practices and ideologies of empire. In addition to gaining a more holistic 
view of traditions across Mesoamerica, this larger project could also address how these 
practices, both in sentiment and technical execution, have evolved from the point of 
contact and beyond. Many geographers focus on studies similar in nature to the 
fundamentals of this concept, but I believe a further merging of the fields of geography 
and art history could only serve to benefit the larger academic and cultural community.  
 As I reach the end of this project, I still hope for some of the questions posed in 
this project to find answers. I believe the potential discovery of an Aztec king’s remains, 
rumored to be Ahuitzotl himself, could shine a much-needed light on this often-neglected 
monument. I also hope to see this work brought into a curatorial conversation with the 
other monuments mentioned in this study, so perhaps the ruler himself could receive a 
visual acknowledgement. While these projects and many more could be on the horizon, 
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most of all I hope that this study awakens additional interest in this fascinating monument 
and the legacy from which it emerged. 
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Figures 
 
 
 
Figure 1: Acuecuexo Aqueduct Relief, 1499, Photograph by Author, Museo 
Nacional de Antropología, Mexico City 
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Figure 2: Segements of Loss, Acuecuexco Aqueduct Relief, Photograph by 
Author 
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Figure 3: Side A, Acuecuexco Aqueduct Relief, Photograph by Author, Museo 
Nacional de Antropología, Mexico City 
 
 
Figure 4: Side B, Acuecuexco Aqueduct Relief, Photograph by Author, Museo 
Nacional de Antropología, Mexico City 
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Figure 5: Side C, Acuecuexco Aqueduct Relief, Photograph by Author, Museo 
Nacional de Antropología, Mexico City 
 
 
 
Figure 6: Side D, Acuecuexco Aqueduct Relief, Image Curtosy of Emily 
Umberger, Museo Nacional de Antropología, Mexico City 
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Figure 7: Acuecuexco Aqueduct Relief, 1981, Drawings by Emily Umberger 
 
 
 
 
 
57 
 
Figure 8: Nuremberg Map of Tenochtitlan, 1524, Rare Books and Manuscripts, 
The New York Public Library, New York 
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Figure 9: Tira de la Peregrinación, Journey from Aztán to Tenochtitlan, 15th 
Century, Museo Nacional de Antropología, Mexico City 
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Figure 10: Cross-section of Chinampas, from Midwest Permaculture. 
https://www.ancient-origins.net/ancient-places-americas/chinampas-
floating-gardens-mexico-001537  
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Figure 11: Ahuitzotl, Codex Ixtlilxochitl, 1550, National Library of France. 
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Figure 12: Sala Mexcia, Photograph by Author, Museo Nacional de Antropología, 
Mexico City 
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Figure 13: Folio Showing Ahuitzotl and his Conquered Towns Codex Mendoza 
1542, Bodleian Library, Oxford University, Oxford 
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Figure 14: Dedication Stone, 1487, Museo Nacional de Antropologia, Mexico City 
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Figure 15: Map of Lake Texcoco, from Mexico-Tenochtitlan: Origin and 
Tranformations of the last Mesoamerican Imperial City by Gerardo 
Gutiérrez, 2015. 
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Figure 16: Juan de Tovar, Aztec Offering Against Drought, Tovar Codex, 1584, 
Brown University Library, Providence, RI 
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Figure 17: Acuecuexco Aqueduct Relief, Photography by Author, Museo Nacional 
de Antropologia, Mexico City. 
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Figure 18: Head of a Water Deity (Chalchiuhtlicue), 15th–early 16th Century, 
Metropolitcan Museum of Art, New York. 
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Figure 19: Mexico City, Image from Jane Rosenthal. 
https://www.mexiconovels.com/xocolatl-chocolate/chocolate-in-
modern-mexico/ 
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Figure 20: Relaciones Geográfica of Ixcatlán, Santa María, 1579, Benson Latin 
maiercan Collection, Univeristy of Texas at Austin. 
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Figure 21: Luis Covarrubias, Tenochtitlan, 1964, Museo Nacional de Antropología. 
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Figure 22: Chapultepec Carving, Chapultepec Park, Mexico City. Image curtosy of 
Wikipedia Commons. 
 
 
 
72 
 
Figure 23: Izapa Stela 1, Drawing by John Montgomery. 
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Figure 24: Human Sacrifice, Codex Magliabechiano, 16th Century, Biblioteca 
Nazionale Centrale, Florence. 
 
 
Figure 25: Templo Mayor, Codex Ixtlilxochitl, 1550, National Library of France. 
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Figure 26: Chapultepec Carving, Drawing by Patrick Hajovsky. Compare to Figure 
22. 
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Figure 27: Detail of Missing Side, Photograph by Author, Museo Nacional 
de Antropologia, Mexico City 
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Figure 28: Detail of Missing Base Segment, Photography by Author, Museo 
Nacional de Antropologia, Mexico City. 
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Figure 29: Quetzalcoatl, Cerro de la Malinche, Tula, Hidalgo. Image from Esther 
Pasztory, Aztec Art (1983).  
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Figure 30: Ahuitzotl Stone, Museo Nacional de Antropología, Mexico City 
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Figure 31: Frontispiece of the Codex Mendoza, 1542, Bodleian Library, Oxford 
University, Oxford Ahuitzotl Stone, Museo Nacional de Antropología, 
Mexico City. 
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Figure 32: Detail of Ahuitzotl Speech Scroll, Photography by Author, Museo 
Nacional de Antropologia, Mexico City. 
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Figure 33: Ritual Impersonation of the Deity Xipe Totec, 1450–1500, Art Institute 
of Chicago, Chicago. 
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Figure 34: Bench Frieze, Palacio Quernado, Tula. Image from Arqueología 
Mexicana. 
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Figure 35: Temple of the Feathered Serpent, Teotihuacan. Note his placement 
amongst shells and the Rain God, Tlaloc. Image from Arqueología 
Mexicana. 
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Figure 36: Detail of water glyph, Side D, Photograph by Author. 
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Figure 37: Querétaro Aqueduct, 1738, Photography by Walter R. Fishcer, 1990, 
Querétaro, Mexico.  https://structurae.net/structures/queretaro-aqueduct 
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Figure 38: Acuecuexco Aqueduct Relief in the Sala Mexcia, Photograph by Author, 
Museo Nacional de Antropología, Mexico City. 
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Figure 39: Nezahualcóyotl Fountain, 1956, Chapultepec Park, Mexico City, 
Photograph by Author. 
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Figure 40: Alejandro Casaron, Ahuitzotl, 1939, Paseo de la Reforma, Mexico 
City.  http://mexicomaxico.org/IndiosVerdes/indiosverdes.htm  
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